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This paper will discuss observations made and recorded via a teaching journal over the course of 
one semester at a private university in Tokyo, Japan. This journal was used to track the progress 
of a group of seven, low-level, first-year university students taking part in a compulsory English 
Discussion Class (EDC) course. The specific areas of student behaviour I have chosen to address 
are issues related to self-confidence in the L2 classroom, specifically in the context of speaking. 
Based on the information recorded in the journal, this paper will first discuss my initial 
observations of the class, before outlining the steps that were taken in an attempt to create positive 
change, and the subsequent results of this action. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
In order to be eligible for graduation, all first year undergraduate students at Rikkyo University 
must take part in a yearlong course which focuses on developing spoken fluency, as well as 
academic discussion skills. As this is a requirement of all students, there is a naturally occurring 
wide range of levels, from students with little to no experience studying English, to students of 
near-native level who have spent a portion of their lives living abroad in English speaking contexts. 
Despite the wide range of levels, the basic course requirements for all students are the same; 
students are expected to take part in a weekly, 90-minute English Discussion Class in which the 
majority of the lesson time is devoted to student-to-student English interaction. In addition to this, 
there is an expectation that both teachers and students will strive to maintain an all-English 
environment for the duration of the lesson. The topics discussed vary from week to week, but are 
all intended to generate serious, academic discussion, as opposed to casual conversation. Some 
examples of topics discussed throughout this course include issues relating to the environment, 
globalization, and poverty. Given the requirements of the class, as well as the topics that students 
are asked to discuss, it is to be expected that students who consider themselves to be low-level 
English speakers may have some reservations prior to commencing this course. 
 As a teacher in this program, I feel a certain responsibility to take steps to minimize student 
anxiety and create an environment in which students feel capable of completing the tasks they 
have been set, as well as meeting the course requirements in terms of formal, summative 
assessment. It is for this reason that I have chosen to focus this paper on teaching strategies, and 
the steps teachers can take to improve students’ in-class confidence so that they are able to 
participate comfortably and productively in the context of EDC. Specific teaching strategies I feel 
are pertinent to this topic include simplifying instructional language, being consistent in lesson 
planning and delivery, and remaining empathic to students and the in-class challenges they face. I 
will also discuss the idea of the ‘tiny victory’; that is, the notion of creating opportunities, however 
small, for students to experience success in the classroom. Throughout this paper I will also draw 
on my experience working with young learners in an EFL context, as I believe there to be some 
significant parallels between this context, and the context of working with very low-level adult 
leaners. 
 The class I chose to focus on for my teaching journal was, out of the twelve classes I met 
with on a weekly basis, my lowest-level group of learners. In the EDC, students are grouped into 
classes based on their scores on the TOEIC Listening and Reading test. The TOEIC scores in this 
class ranged from 25 to 180, making all students the equivalent of IELTS band 1 or 2 (The Edge 
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Learning Centre, 2017). After informally observing this class throughout the first four weeks of 
the semester, I was able to identify some of their strengths and weaknesses in terms of linguistic 
and strategic competence, as well as certain affective factors which were having either a positive 
or negative effect on their classroom experience. I chose this class specifically as I observed that, 
despite their low level of English and initial lack of strategic competence, they generally had 
positive attitudes towards their learning. It was clear that they wanted to succeed, and that they 
wanted to enjoy the class, but that they also, at least initially, did not consider themselves to be 
“English speakers”. There seemed to be a collective expectation that they would not be able to 
understand or succeed in the lessons. This was best exemplified on the first day of the semester, 
when I walked into a room full of panic-stricken students who were all worriedly discussing their 
low TOEIC scores were, and their lack of experience speaking English. For these reasons, these 
students saw the EDC as being beyond their capabilities. 
Despite the reservations that these students seemed to hold about their linguistic 
competence, they were not shy people. From day one they were always willing to ask either each 
other or myself for help if they needed it, and they responded well to feedback and positive 
reinforcement. Because of these traits, I thought this group would be well suited to this project, as 
there didn’t seem to be any other confounding factors such as behavioural issues or a lack of 
motivation. In this sense, it seemed that it would be easy to isolate and manipulate the specific 
areas I was hoping to observe and develop: students’ self-confidence in the classroom, as well as 
their emerging identities as English speakers. By observing and recording these students’ 
behaviour and performance in the class over multiple lessons, my intention was to be able to notice 
and trouble-shoot specific areas of difficulty (Farrell, 2007). 
 
DISCUSSION 
The English Discussion Class at Rikkyo University runs over two fourteen-week semesters. The 
present paper discusses a group of students in their first semester of their first year at university. 
As mentioned previously, during the first four weeks of semester I informally observed this class, 
before commencing recording my observations in the form of a written journal from week five. In 
total I completed nine entries, chronicling the remainder of the semester, but excluding a lesson 
for which I was not present. In the next section I will discuss developments that occurred leading 
up to the commencement of the journal, before addressing specific areas of difficulty that were 
noted, and steps that were taken to remedy these issues. 
 
Early Developments 
Whilst I was made aware of these students’ TOEIC scores before commencing teaching this class, 
I was still somewhat surprised by how low their level was in the first lesson. Simple instructions 
such as “stand up” or “open your books” seemed to put them in a state of panic and trigger them 
to immediately start murmuring to each other in Japanese as they tried to decode and confirm what 
I was asking of them. However, as mentioned prior, their attitudes seemed to be good, and the 
issue at this point seemed to be a lack of understanding, or simply a lack of self-confidence in that 
they expected not to understand. 
 Despite the journal entries starting from week five, prior to this there had already been some 
notable developments with the class. The most important of these developments, I feel, was their 
ability to understand and follow instructions. After a bit of a disastrous start, I spent the first four 
weeks of the semester trying to establish a consistent routine, so that by week five, lesson stages 
and tasks were fairly predictable. While students had struggled to understand the simplest of 
instructions in the first week, after a few lessons they were able to understand most classroom 
instructions without relying on each other for Japanese translations. 
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 Another significant development was the drastic reduction in their use of Japanese. While 
in the first few lessons they heavily relied on Japanese to explain and clarify instructions and 
vocabulary to each other, this quickly tapered off as we began to repeat the same activities multiple 
times. There were also significant improvements in their ability to compensate for lexical gaps, 
mostly by using paraphrasing. Without much prompting on my part, it didn’t take long before they 
were really trying to explain vocabulary to each other using only English. This in itself seemed to 
give them a big confidence boost, as they were able (possibly for the first time in their lives) to 
repair communication breakdowns using only English, which enabled them to stay in the target 
language for the duration of the activity. 
 Although their ability to understand both each other and me improved significantly between 
week one and week four, this area continued to be my main area of focus for the remainder of the 
course. The main reason for this was that during the first four weeks I observed that, ultimately, 
their ability to understand the lesson from the beginning seemed to determine whether they would 
be confident and engaged for the remainder of the lesson, or become demoralized and switch off. 
 
Success and Failure in the Classroom 
A trend that I noticed while teaching this group was the immediate and drastic effect their 
perceived success or failure in an activity could have on their level of confidence for the remainder 
of the lesson. Their initial improvement over the first four lessons definitely gave me a confidence 
boost, which perhaps led me to have unrealistically high expectations of them at times. For this 
reason, there were one or two occasions where I felt I had set the bar too high, and failed to set 
them up for success in an activity by not providing sufficient scaffolding or clear enough 
instructions. In these situations, students would become demoralized to the point of almost 
shutting down completely, and subsequent activities would yield awkward silence, or short 
opinions with little to no interaction between participants. Every time such a situation occurred, it 
became very difficult to bring the mood back up, leading to a sense of failure on both sides. An 
example of this was during week 11, in which students were supposed to discuss the importance 
of certain values, such as patience, responsibility and honesty. It became immediately apparent 
when the lesson began that the students did not have the necessary vocabulary to discuss this topic, 
and I found myself unable to give clear enough explanations in English. Prior to the lesson, I 
believed that making sure they could get through the lesson without reliance on Japanese was what 
would allow confident participation, but in retrospect providing some Japanese translations could 
have salvaged the mood and enabled the primary goal of students participating in successful and 
interesting discussions on the topic. 
 Conversely, when students were able to successfully complete tasks, the mood was one of 
pride and accomplishment. This was something I picked up on early in the semester, and so in 
subsequent lessons I tried to make a point of noticing and acknowledging every success, however 
small. The concept of positive reinforcement is a go-to tool for classroom management in the 
context of teaching young learners; the idea being that students will be motivated by praise and 
continue to perform behaviours which are attached to that praise (Manzoor, Ahmed & Gill, 2015). 
This class was the first time I had really made a conscious effort to implement positive 
reinforcement with adult learners, and I was actually a little shocked by how well they responded 
to it. Given their low level, sometimes I would just resort to saying “Nice English!” when they 
had successfully managed to repair a communication breakdown, or “Great idea!” when they were 
able to express an original opinion. Often times these brief remarks would yield a genuine smile 
and expression of gratitude. By the end of the semester they were even starting to praise each other 
– half genuinely, half-jokingly – which always made for a positive and light-hearted atmosphere. 
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Consistency 
Another clear parallel I noticed between teaching young learners and teaching very low-level adult 
learners was the benefits of being consistent from lesson to lesson. In the EDC we are fortunate 
in that our curriculum dictates that we conduct lessons which are fairly repetitive in their structure. 
For low-level learners, the advantage of this is that they know what to expect at each stage of the 
lesson, and they generally know how the various activities are supposed to be conducted. In this 
way, we as teachers are able to minimize anxiety related to having to understand new and complex 
instructions. With this class, I was careful to keep the lessons stages the same every lesson. For 
the materials used at each stage of the lesson, I tried to stick to a template so that new content 
related to the specific topic could be substituted in, while the layout of the material and the 
structure of the activity could remain the same. In terms of verbal instructions, I tried to be 
extremely succinct and consistent form lesson to lesson. I believe that this not only helped the 
lessons to run smoothly and efficiently, but also contributed towards students’ self-confidence, in 
that students feeling like they have understood and are able to follow instructions can also lead to 
a feeling of having succeeded in some small capacity. 
 
Tiny Victories 
The concept of the “tiny victory” is an idea I have encountered in previous teaching contexts, and 
can be applied to both adults and young learners. The idea is that by creating opportunities for 
easy success, especially when engaged in an otherwise difficult lesson, students are able to feel 
some sense of achievement and competence, and are prevented from feeling like they are 
completely out of their depth. This principle was one that was at the forefront of my mind from 
the very beginning of teaching this class. As soon as I realized just how low-level some of these 
students were, I felt that it became essential to start providing opportunities for them to succeed 
so that they could start to create an idea in their mind of themselves as English speakers. One of 
the communication skills taught and encouraged in the EDC is giving verbal reactions when 
listening to someone speak, to show that you are actively listening and interested in what they are 
saying. Teaching students some simple words which they could use to react to each other, such as 
‘wow!’ or ‘I see.’, was perhaps the first time I was able to see these students find something easy 
in class, and this in turn led to a visible surge in optimism and positivity amongst the group. 
 I came to realize throughout the semester that, as important as creating opportunities for 
success was, acknowledging these small successes was perhaps even more important. A student 
asking a follow-up question to another student during a discussion shows that they have been able 
to listen to, understand, and respond appropriately to someone’s content. For students who have 
only been speaking English for a few months, I feel that this is a significant accomplishment, and 
one that is worthy of acknowledgement. 
 
CONCLUSION 
By recording my observations and thoughts on the behaviour and performance of this group of 
students throughout the semester, I was able to track and reflect on their progress, and adjust my 
teaching accordingly. Murphy describes three different types of teacher reflection: reflection on 
action, reflection in action, and reflection for action (Murphy, 2014). Reflection in action refers to 
the in-the-moment awareness we as teachers have of how the lesson is going, why it is going that 
way, and what changes could be made to improve it. As a teacher I feel this is the most natural 
form of reflection, and definitely the one to which I am most accustomed. Having the opportunity 
to record information consistently over a number of lessons allowed me to experience the other 
two varieties of reflection, that is, reflecting on past lessons and planning for future lessons based 
on this reflection, which I feel gave me an insight I might otherwise have missed out on. The most 
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valuable part of this process was being able to identify recurring themes in the lessons, both 
positive and negative, and identify possibly cause-and-effect relationships, specifically between 
my behaviour as a teacher and subsequent student outcomes. The points discussed previously 
emerged as being, from my perspective, the most influential in determining the mood of the class, 
and whether students would feel confident and capable of meeting the class requirements. Moving 
forward, I intend to continue experimenting with and refining strategies for dealing with low-level 
learners, focusing specifically on building confidence through creating opportunities for success 
in the classroom. I also believe that these strategies could be applied to other groups of students 
who might be prone to experiencing performance anxiety, such as students who are shy or have a 
tendency towards perfectionism. 
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